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I. Othmar H. Ammann's Return to Switzerland
(August 6 - August 17, 1914)
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1914

[l]

La Lorraine, August 6: Othmar Ammann to Lilly Ammann

[2]

La Lorraine, August 8: Othmar Ammann to Lilly Ammann

[3]

New Brighton, August 8: Lilly Ammann to Othmar Ammann's parents

[4]

New Brighton, August 9: Lilly Ammann to Othmar Ammann

[5]

La Lorraine, August 11: Othmar Ammann to Lilly Ammann

[6]

New Brighton, August 13: Lilly Ammann to Othmar Ammann

[7]

Rouen-Paris, August 13: Othmar Ammann to His Parents

[8]

New Brighton, August 14: Lilly Ammann to Othmar Ammann

[9]

Le Havre, no date: Othmar Ammann to His Parents

[10]

Le Vesinet, Paris, August 14: Othmar Ammann to Lilly Ammann

[11]

Culvers Lake, August 16: Lilly Ammann to Othmar Ammann

[12]

Basel, August 17: Othmar Ammann to Lilly Ammann
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[l]

La Lorraine, August 6, 1914: Othmar Ammann to Lilly Ammann

My dear Lilly,
Two beautiful and quiet days have already passed since we parted. The sea is so quiet
and the sky so peacefully clear as to make one forget all dangers and sorrows. Besides, the pure
air is so invigorating that I feel already much better and stronger than in New York, I am
looking with confidence and pleasure to the future. I feel that my body and brain need a
complete restoration and I will be the more vigorous and able to work afterwards. And how
· about you? I still ·see the last looks from your dear eyes and the confidence in the future which
rested in them. I admired your composure and thank you for it, because it gave myself more
strength and confidence. After my return we shall be richer in experience, healthier in body and
spirit and still happier. I shall bring along our dear Werner, which will unite us all and make
our happiness supreme. 1
So far we have not felt much of danger. The first night we paced along at high speed
with all lights extinguished. The next day we saw in the distance a French cruiser which of
course gave us confidence. Our route went far north along the shore of Newfoundland where
we met a multitude of fishing boats passing so near that we could exchange "hallo's". lam
much pleased with the steamer. It is very steady and does not vibrate, the passengers are of a
quiet and decent class, the meals including wine are good, except few vegetables, but for a tip
the steward furnished me with fruits as much as I like. Besides Mr. Meyer's cousin furnished
him with fruit for more than a week and we others of course help him. Every morning I take
a hot seawater bath and afterwards a "nap"~
I have before me your and Jiirg' s2 dear pictures and with happy feelings give you a
thousand kisses.
Your Othmar

[On the margin:] Write me often (no cards). 3

1

Werner, born 1906, was sent to Switzerland; it was the Ammanns' intention to return to
Switzerland within a year or so.
2

Jiirg, the second son,born 1910.

3

Probably cards were not forwarded for security reasons.
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[2]

La Lorraine, August 8, 1914: Othmar Ammann to Lilly Ammann

My dear Lilly,

Two more days have passed without any occurrences except that yesterday we met
several "icebergs" and groups of larger fishes. Our route is extremely north so that it is
unusually cold for this season. Last evening we passed close by the Cape Race Lighthouse on
the Newfoundland banks. The sea is still pretty calm but a cold wind is blowing.
I cannot yet grasp the idea that we have parted, every new impression is accompanied
by thoughts for you and dear Jiirg and I feel as if the same impressions were imparted to you;
the sea is so wonderful and gives inspiration for such wide thoughts that in looking over the
wide space all the small cares and troubles of this life are forgotten and one is even reconciled
with the fate of having once to part with the earth only to live a higher life in the wide universe.
I admire those fisherm~n in small boats far out in the sea, months of travel away from their
homes, apt to go down in the storm at any ti.me, their wives not hearing from them for months
until they return. Is not our lot small compared with theirs? They must be resigned to the will
of God for their entire life, our resignation is only for an extraordinary happening in our life.
I hope that you dear Lilly look forward with the same thoughts, whatever may come, we will
take it as the will of God.
Sunday, August 9th. This has been a very dreary day, the sea rough, the day dark and
no sign of life all day except a few lonesome birds. Last evening we played hide and seek with
another steamer and it looked for a while as if we were going to be captured, but the other one
turned out to be a friendly English steamer. The Lusitania is reported to be a short distance
ahead of us accompanied by two English cruisers so that all danger on the sea seems past.
We are a company of 8 Swiss, Dr. Schwarzmann whom I introduced to you turned out
to be a member of the "Schw[eizerische[ acad[emische] Turnerschaft," he knows many of my
old friends of the U.T.V. [Utonia Turnverein]

It begins to get dark. Good night my dear, dear wife and dear little Jiirg.
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[3]

New Brighton, August 8, 1914: Lilly Ammann to Othmar Ammann's mother

My dear mother,
Who would have thought of such an awful war! With great heroism and love and feeling
of duty for our fatherland Othmar left us. May he, as well as his two friends, succeed in
arriving in Switzerland. He went with the French ship La Lorraine on August 5 from New York
to Havre, with a pass from the present Swiss consul. Will you kindly send him the enclosed
letter as soon as possible, if you have his address. Perhaps he has already visited you. Also,
I ask if you would inform my family in Basel, as I do not now whether my letter will reach
them there. Jurg made this drawing for his Papa, for whom he asks daily and wants to know
when he will be back.
I embrace you, dear Mamma, in tender love and wish from my heart that all is going
well with you.
Your
Lilly

The E. Ammann-Labhart Family, ca. 1900
Othmar
Ernst
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1 Kuri.oses Tier: Strange animal

7 Viele Spannerraupli: Many spinner caterpillars

2 Kiibeltransport: Bucket transport

8 Eier: Eggs

3 Conveer: Conveyor

9 Grosse Spannerraupe: Large .spinner caterpillar

4 Maus: Mouse

10 Eier: Eggs

5 Schlange um Conveer gewickelt:

11 Caterpillar

Snake wrapped around conveyor
12 Riiebli: Carrot

6 Caterpillar slipped out of an egg
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[4]

New Brighton, August 9, 1914: Lilly Ammann to Othmar Ammann

My dear, beloved husband,

All of nature is still lying enveloped in the early sunrise. Not a sound -- just a bird is
celebrating the early light. Where will my first lines reach you ? . . . . My thoughts are with you
constantly, in happy anticipation, believe me. Even though the first news of danger to
steamships in the North Sea are somewhat disturbing, a voice is always telling me that nothing
will happen to you . . . . On Friday, the 14th of August I shall go up to the lake and stay there
until around the middle of September unless I am called back. As for renting the house here,
for the moment it is difficult but in 1 or 2 months, when people come back from vacation, it will
be better .... The carpet of blossoms is now gloriously decorated, the petunias are developing
more beautifully every day and also the asters are coming out. To my- most valuable plant, our
dear young one, I will give my whole attention and develop an obedient, brave son for you upon
your return. As for Werner, I have already made plans for where we shall give him private
lessons and where we shall send him to school.
This is enough for today. The main thing is for you to know that we are both healthy
and doing fine.
In deep, devoted love, we warmly kiss and embrace you.

Your Lilly and Jiirg

[Note on margin] Unfortunately, we are not given any information as to the whereabouts of the
Lorraine and passengers. They probably are not allowed to, for security reasons. What is your
military address? -
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[5]

La Lorraine, August 11, 1914: Othmar Ammann to Lilly Ammann

My dear Lilly,
Here we are, almost at the end of our voyage over the ocean. Tomorrow noon we will
disembark at Havre. Today is again a very beautiful day, the ocean is very calm and the sun
is burning. One could say that the whole world is at peace. We have received very little news
and are ignorant of the situation in Europe, with the exception of several battles which were
announced by telegrams without source. I wrote a letter to Gaston4 and I also sent him a
telegram saying that I am disembarking at Havre. I shall be very happy to see him and his
family again.
I am also looking forward to receiving news from you. Even though my thoughts are
always with you, it seems to me that I have not seen you for a long time. Sometimes I am sorry
that you did not come along with me, but who knows what will happen before having arrived
in Switzerland. Your fate is the harder than mine, but I feel confident that you will carry it with
resignation. Save all the daily papers so that we will have a record of what has been happening.

During my absence do not pay any "bills" except for the house, but write to me about
other bills which you are receiving and I shall write back whether you can pay them or not.
In case something should happen to me before I arrive in Switzerland, tell the insurance
company that I was making a "business trip" to Switzerland. I shall write to you later, or to
Mr. Engler, if you have to pay an additional amount to cover war connected incidents.
Now good-bye. For you and Jiirg, a thousand kisses from you devoted

Othmar

4

Gaston Rouvier, married to sister of Lilly Ammann, living in a suburb of Paris. Othmar
Ammann visited him en route to Switzerland.
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[6]

New Brighton, August 13, 1914: Lilly Ammann to Othmar Ammann

My dear, most beloved Othmar:
Every day my heart pounds when I first look at the shipping news in the daily paper and
still find no news of the Lorraine. The French Line also has no news. Now I hope for the best.
My confidence tells me that you, my beloved, are all right.
Already eight days have passed since your departure. That day will always remain in
my memory. How many brave French women were there, having to give up their husbands and
sons. We watched the departing ship from the end of the pier for a long time, while the inspired
French women were singing the "Marseillaise". I came home full of confidence and trust in
God and in you, with the best intentions of doing my part well ...
Farewell for today, hopefully my lines will find you safe and sound, as are Jiirg and I.
In tender love I embrace you,
Your Lilly and Jiirg

Rouen-Paris, August 13, 1914: Othmar Ammann to His Parents5

[7]

My dear parents,
I am en route from Havre· to Paris and I am writing during one of those delays of the
train that are sometimes more than an hour. The trip takes about 12 hours because of military
movements and preparations. The whole country has the military atmosphere, as must be so in
Switzerland also. Someone told me that it takes about 4 or 5 days to go from Paris to Geneva.
So I shall not be with you before the 18th of August and perhaps this letter will not have arrived
yet. I shall send you a telegram when I arrive in Switzerland (at Geneva).
Would you please get my things ready for duty, the uniform, the service book, the
military maps and the military booklets?
You can imagine what a blow it was for us to have to break away so quickly, but it was
the call of our country, and one must obey. Also, I am very happy for the opportunity to see
you again and I hope I shall find you all in good health.
There were about 500 Swiss in New York who wanted to return to Switzerland but they
couldn't find places on the ships. Six of us officers found space on the Lorraine and I think we
are the first coming from the United States .

.

5

Written in French, probably to avoid censorhip or even rejection if written in German.
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The voyage over the ocean was very beautiful. There was danger of being captured by
the German cruisers and at night all the lights were turned out in order not to be seen.
We are approaching Paris, so good-bye. I am going to visit Gaston Rouvier.
A thousand kisses to you dear parents and to Werner.
Your devoted
Othmar

[8]

New Brighton, August 14, 1914, early in the morning: Lilly Ammann to Othmar
Ammann [8 days after Othmar Ammann sailed from New York].

My beloved Othmar,
I have just read in the paper that the Lorraine has arrived safely in Havre. Oh, how
happy I am now. Hopefully you have now arrived safely in Switzerland. The first news from
me you will find in Kilchberg, as I felt it was less safe to send it to Basel.
I rented the house yesterday to a small, nice-looking family, furnished, for $35, with one
child of 8 and a small boy of 9 months. The "lease" runs until the first of May. If you come
back before that, which I hope will be so, I must give them 60 days notice (also very
convenient). Mr. Engler made out the lease with the gentleman and made the clause about
notification, which sounded very reasonable.
I must close for today, so that this letter will get on the America.
With many tender kisses to you from both of us and hearty greetings to all,

Your Lilly and Andreas [Jiirg]

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol29/iss3/3
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Le Havre, no date: Othmar Ammann to His Parents6

[9]

My dear parents,
Following the call of our country I am en route with several other Swiss officers. We
arrived safely here today and are taking the train to Paris-Lyon-Geneva. I am told that it will
take 4 or 5 days to reach Switzerland. I hope to find you all in good health.
With a thousand kisses,

Your Othmar

Le Vesinet, Paris, August 14, 1914: Othmar Ammann to Lilly Ammann7

[10]

My dear Lilly,
Here I am in Vesinet, and the whole Rouvier family is reunited. Mireille and Henri have
also returned from the South. How nice it is to spend several tranquil hours in this beautiful
residence of their parents. The voyage from Havre to Paris was very fatiguing. It took 11
hours, while it only takes 3½ under ordinary conditions.
Tonight at 6 o'clock I have to leave already for Switzerland, via the route Lyon-Geneva.
They tell me it takes about 4 days from here to Geneva. Well, I plan to stay for one day in
Basel before going into service.
France has a military aspect everywhere but the people are calm and confident. It is
agreeable to see a people resigned and in agreement. In general, the Swiss are in sympathy with
the French.
I send you, my dear Lilly and dear Jiirg, thousands of kisses, from your

Othmar

6

Postal card, iri French.

7

In French.
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Culvers Lake,8 August 16, 1914, Thursday Morning, 5 o'clock: Lilly Ammann to
Othmar Ammann

[11]

My dearest husband,

Quite near the edge of the lake, in an idyllic place, listening to the sound of the waves,
I am sitting here to let loose the thoughts that are always traveling to you and are accompanying
you everywhere...
Everything is yet quiet at the cottage. The sun is just getting up. Oh, how beautiful. ...
Jiirg sleeps well, and I take care that he is not disturbed by the activities in the house and see
that he gets to bed in time. I am very pleased that my efforts have been rewarded for keeping
him to obedience. He tries very hard to obey me. I pray every evening with him, we go
through the events of the day, discuss together where he was a good boy and where he was
failing, and about you and about how he would be a big, good boy until you and Werner would
come home. He always wants to hear more about you . . . .
So now I shall let this be enough for today and go to make myself useful in the kitchen.
Can you imagine, no one has heard any news either from Germany nor Switzerland since the

end of July. · That card from your parents in Uetliberg was the last one that I received.
According to the papers, poor Germany must be suffering terrible losses. Now Japan and even
Italy are joining in. When will all that end? -- Shame on Italy! (if it is true) . . . .
Be tenderly embraced in true deep love and kisses,

Your Lilly

8

Located in northern New Jersey in the Kittatinny Mountains, north of Branchville.
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[12]

Basel, August 17, 1914: Othmar Ammann to Lilly Ammann

My dear Lilly,

I am on the last stretch of my journey between Olten and Basel, after having been on the
train for 3 consecutive days and nights since leaving Paris, hardly able to sleep. The journey
was very tiresome, no express trains, no sleeping cars, and for the most part packed to the last
seat. But when I reached the Swiss frontier I forgot all the trouble in breathing the pure air of
our dear little country. I was struck at once by the beauty, the cleanliness and good order of
our country and with joy in our hearts we shook hands and drank to the well being of [our]
country with the first officers and soldiers we met at the frontier near Genf [Geneva]. The rain
has given the meadows and forests their beautiful fresh green and the crystal-like surfaces of the
lakes seemed more charming than anywhere else. The first sight of Lake Geneva was simply
wonderful. How much I regret that you were not with me at those moments. However, I was
glad that you have not come along on account of the fatiguing journey through France. We had
no difficulty in getting through France except for the many formalities in Havre, and the French
people and soldiers sympathized with us whenever we came in contact with them.
I am proud of the good and dignified appearance of the Swiss military and am anxious
to join them, the country deserves this service.
In passing through Switzerland· I notice with satisfaction the apparent prosperity
everywhere and we can only hope that our country will be spared the ravages of the war. It is
gratifying to notice, however, that our neighboring states respect the neutrality of our country
and except for minor skirmishes on the frontier I do not believe that we will be involved in the
conflict.

We are nearing Basel. Good-bye dear wife and dear boy. How happy I am to know you
are safe and with joyful heart I expect to see again .our dear parents and our dear Werner.
With many kisses,

Your Othmar
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